
 

 

WITHOUT A NET 
Ex. 17:1-7 / Rom. 5:1-5 

 

Every person’s pain threshold is different. Some of us can take a lot while others can  take 
less. That’s not a moral judgment, it’s just the way it is. I, for one, am not a good patient, 
so I fall in the latter category. I don’t do sick well. I complain when I have the slightest 

onset of a cold.  Married to a nurse, I get absolutely no sympathy at home. Unless I am 
bleeding, bleeding profusely that is, I am left to fend for myself with hot tea, Advil, and 
sleep. So, while a common cold, a stomach bug, or spring allergies kicking into overdrive 

may not justify my degree of complaining, an existential threat would be an entirely 
different story. But to whom would I complain about that?  
 

The Israelites, facing such an existential threat when they found themselves in the 
wilderness without any water to drink, aimed their complaint at their leader, Moses. To 
which he replied: “Don’t look at me. God made me bring you out here. Go complain to 

God.” It seems the Israelites didn’t hear him well because they came right back at him: 
“Come on Moses, you brought us out of Egypt with no plan. And now we’re here in the 
desert, and every man, woman, child, and animal are about to die of thirst.” Faced with a 

dire situation that could very realistically result in death, the Israelites turn on their 
venerated leader in a heartbeat. They reminisce about their days of slavery in Egypt when 
they at least knew what to expect, even when their living circumstances were bleak. And 

now, out in the wilderness with all security gone and faced with extinction, a mere 
grumbling complaint turns into a mob scene as a sizable number of people picked up 
rocks, ready to stone Moses. As if Moses’s death would change their predicament…. 

 
I thought about Moses and the Israelites the other day when I stood at Costco before an 
empty wall where there are usually piles and piles of paper products. No toilet paper, no 

paper towels, no paper napkins, let alone sanitary wipes or bleach. The lines at the cash 
register stretched way back into the store and while people were generally calm, there 
was a palpable sense of dis-ease in the air.  

 
All of a sudden, our lives as we knew them have been upended by a microscopic virus 
we cannot even see with our naked eye. We have left Egypt, left the perceived security 

of our manufactured lives with our first world concerns, only to find ourselves in a 
wilderness not of our own making. It is a true Lenten experience if there ever was one—
both for us as individuals and for us as a church community, as a city, and as a nation. 

And the worn phrase “global village” has been infused with a new unsettling and 
vulnerable meaning as we have learned that what happens in China—or in South Korea, 
Japan, Italy, Germany, Australia, wherever—does not stay there.  Rather, in the blink of 



 

 

an eye a facet of globalism has arrived at our shores whether we want it to or not, whether 
we are prepared for it or not.  

 
Life as we knew it has been disrupted to an unimaginable degree and we just don’t know 
what the future holds, which can be frightening and anxiety producing. Like the Israelites, 

we are facing an existential crisis and our complaints cannot be dismissed so easily. 
 
 

There is no foreign virus. There is just a virus, which does not discriminate between 
nationality, political parties, socio-economic or immigrant status, skin color, sexual 
orientation, age, or anything else. And the reason why we are so unsettled as human 

beings is because as much as we like to complain and find fault with others to regain a 
sense of control, we cannot blame anybody for this. Karl Barth, one of my favorite 
theologians, would have reminded us that a virus is simply part of the shadow side of 

God’s good creation.  
 
To be sure, we are faced with a health crisis of unprecedented proportions, at least as 

long as I can remember in my lifetime. We are also faced with a political crisis and an 
economic crisis. And lastly, we are faced with a moral crisis of how we will treat the most 
vulnerable in our midst in case the developments should turn out as severe as many 

experts predict—medical experts that is. When pandemics afflict us, as was the case 
during the black plague in the Middle Ages and the Spanish flu of 1918, the report card 
on human behavior toward the weak and the infirm was dismal. Picking up rocks and 

throwing them at scapegoats has always been easier than finding solutions together. 
 
However, one crisis no one seems to be talking about, at least not that I can tell, is the 

spiritual crisis. The story of the Israelites in the wilderness is instructive here. It ends with 
this cliff hanger question: “Is the Lord among us, or not?” Yet rather than grapple with this 
profound question, the next thing they decide to do is go to war with the Amalekites. It’s 

easier to fight an enemy we can see rather than deal with the God who cannot so easily 
be seen. 
 

An Italian journalist who assessed the current situation phrased it this way: “Two weeks 
ago, when the first restrictions came in—banning all kinds of gatherings, canceling 
subway travel, closing gyms and shutting down cinemas, schools and concert halls—we 

were sure they’d gone overboard and overdone it. [And now], in just two weeks, all the 
usual certainties that provided a sense of safety and control have gone. It’s been a 
spiritual exercise in letting go.” 

 
Letting go. When I was little, one of my favorite things to do was to go to the circus. Most 
of all, I loved all the animal acts, but I was also utterly fascinated by the trapeze artists. 

They were so high up that I had to tilt my neck back until it hurt so I could see them. I am 
sure my mouth was wide open and my heart pounding as one of them would jump from 
her platform and swing under the lights toward her partner on the other side. Everybody 

in the tent held their collective breath the moment she let go in what seemed to me an 



 

 

eternity until she safely grasped the outstretched arm of her partner to the thunderous 
applause of the audience.  

 
It feels to me like we currently live in such a moment of letting go, of having to trust that 
when we do, God will be there to catch us and produce for us water from a rock. The 

wrinkle for us, however, is that unlike the trapeze artists, we are operating without a safety 
net. Rather, we must “simply” rely completely on God’s promise that God will never leave 
us or forsake us, and that nothing, not even a virus, can separate us from God’s love.  

Easier said than done when we are confused, scared, feeling vulnerable and torn, 
threatened, and not in control, for we are confronted with the fact that our lives truly are 
not our own. 

 
“Is the Lord in our midst, or not?” There is a sad irony in the Israelite’s question today as 
it echoes in this empty sanctuary. As you are watching, we are here by ourselves, without 

you all, without God’s community, the body of Christ, present with us assembled at 
worship.  We are separated, socially distanced by a virus not of our making. But we are 
not ready nor are we willing to give up on the community of God’s people, our “global 

village,” if you will. 
 
If you are on our email list, you received a letter from us yesterday inviting you to send us 

a photograph with a poem, a quote, and a prayer—or simply just a photo—where you see 
“God in our Midst” in your Lenten wilderness wanderings and in the surreal wilderness 
created by Covid-19. And if you are watching this live-stream and are not on our email 

list, we hope you will be inspired to participate by sending a picture to 
msmith@laduechapel.org. That’s one way we can hold on to our community in these 
strange times for now. As God’s people, we simply refuse to be divided, neither by a virus 

nor by anything else. 
 
And now, rather than closing using my own words I want to leave us with the words of 

Scripture as they come to us this day from the apostle Paul’s letter to the faithful of the 
church in Rome: 
 

“We know that suffering produces perseverance; perseverance, character; and character, 
hope. And hope does not put us to shame, because God’s love has been poured out into 
our hearts through the Holy Spirit, who has been given to us.” 

 
May this divine love of which Paul speaks rule in our hearts and guide our actions, as we 
care for our selves, for our loved ones, and for the vulnerable and the afflicted in the days, 

weeks, and months ahead. For in them, we see God in our midst. 
 
Amen. 
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